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1
FIRMWARE UPGRADE ERROR DETECTION
AND AUTOMATIC ROLLBACK

BACKGROUND

The subject matter disclosed herein relates to microproces-
sor based smart utility meters, and more particularly to meth-
ods and systems for the automatic detection of firmware
update errors during deployment of firmware on an advanced
metering infrastructure.

In microprocessor-based utility meters, or smart meters, a
majority of metering functionality is implemented in firm-
ware. In general, the firmware of a system is the software that
is stored in read-only memory and contains routines such as
the start up routines and low-level input/output routines. In
the lifetime of a microprocessor-based smart utility meter,
new versions of firmware may be released to fix bugs, add
new features, enhance functionality, etc. Utility companies
can update smart meter firmware over an advanced metering
infrastructure (AMI) network by designating an AMI host to
send smart meter firmware update data to a plurality of smart
meters on the AMI network. Generally, after a smart meter
receives an update and boots up, it performs self-tests and
logs errors that may have occurred during the update process.
An AMI host receives the error information and, depending
onthe severity of the errors, may send a command to the meter
to rollback and to reboot itself with an old firmware image, for
example, when the new firmware update is unsuccessful.
However, the firmware running on the microprocessor of a
smart meter may also define the meter’s AMI communication
functionality. Thus, if an error occurs in the firmware update
that would inhibit a meter’s AMI functionality, a meter may
not be able to send error information to a host or receive the
rollback command from the host, resulting in the corrupted
firmware remaining present on the meter.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION

Certain embodiments commensurate in scope with the
originally claimed invention are summarized below. These
embodiments are not intended to limit the scope of the
claimed invention, but rather these embodiments are intended
only to provide a brief summary of possible forms of the
invention. Indeed, the invention may encompass a variety of
forms that may be similar to or different from the embodi-
ments set forth below.

In one embodiment, a system includes a utility meter. The
utility meter includes a network interface and a processor
configured to determine whether the network interface is
operational subsequent to a bootup of the utility meter,
wherein the processor is configured to reboot the utility meter
using known valid firmware instruction set of the utility meter
if the network interface is determined to be non-operational.

A second embodiment includes a non-transitory computer-
readable medium having computer executable code stored
thereon. The code includes instructions for initiating a bootup
of a utility meter, determining whether a network interface in
a utility meter is operational subsequent to the bootup of the
utility meter, and rebooting the utility meter using known
valid firmware instruction set of the utility meter if the net-
work interface is determined to be non-operational.

In a third embodiment, a utility meter includes a memory
configured to store a known valid firmware instruction set of
the utility meter received at a first time, and a processor
configured to boot the utility meter based on a firmware
instruction set of the utility meter received at a second time,
determine whether the boot is successful, and reboot the
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utility meter utilizing the known valid firmware instruction
set if the boot is determined to be non-successful.

DRAWINGS

These and other features, aspects, and advantages of the
present invention will become better understood when the
following detailed description is read with reference to the
accompanying drawings in which like characters represent
like parts throughout the drawings, wherein:

FIG. 1 is a system-level diagram of a utility network with
smart meters connected to an AMI network;

FIG. 2 is a detailed diagram of a smart meter of FIG. 1
connected to an AMI network; and

FIG. 3 is a flowchart of a method for detecting corrupted
firmware on a smart meter, such as the smart meter of FIGS.
1 and 2.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

One or more specific embodiments of the present invention
will be described below. In an effort to provide a concise
description of these embodiments, all features of an actual
implementation may not be described in the specification. It
should be appreciated that in the development of any such
actual implementation, as in any engineering or design
project, numerous implementation-specific decisions must be
made to achieve the developers’ specific goals, such as com-
pliance with system-related and business-related constraints,
which may vary from one implementation to another. More-
over, it should be appreciated that such a development effort
might be complex and time consuming, but would neverthe-
less be a routine undertaking of design, fabrication, and
manufacture for those of ordinary skill having the benefit of
this disclosure.

When introducing elements of various embodiments of the
present invention, the articles “a,” “an,” “the,” and “said” are
intended to mean that there are one or more of the elements.
The terms “comprising,” “including,” and “having” are
intended to be inclusive and mean that there may be addi-
tional elements other than the listed elements.

In the lifetime of a microprocessor based smart meter, a
utility company may develop firmware updates that may fix
bugs, add new features, enhance functionality, etc. Utility
companies may update smart meter firmware remotely over
an advanced metering infrastructure (AMI) network by des-
ignating an AMI host to send firmware update data to a
plurality of smart meters. Generally, after a meter receives a
firmware update and boots up, it may perform self-tests and
log errors that may have occurred in the update process. The
smart meter may send the error information back to the AMI
host. Depending on the severity of the errors, the host may
send a command back to the smart meter to rollback and
reboot itself with an old firmware image. However, the firm-
ware running on the microprocessor of a smart meter also
defines a meter’s AMI functionality. If an error occurs in the
firmware update that would inhibit a meter’s AMI function-
ality, a meter may not be able to send error information to a
host or receive the rollback command from the host, leaving
the corrupted firmware on the meter.

Accordingly, present embodiments relate to techniques
and systems for a smart meter to automatically rollback to an
old firmware image after new firmware is launched and AMI
functionality of the meter or other functionalities of the meter
fail. Therefore the present embodiment provides a more reli-
able system for remotely updating smart meter firmware. In
certain embodiments, the meter may record communication
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times, communication intervals, bootup times, bootup inter-
vals, or a combination thereof, and use the recorded times to
determine if the smart meter should roll the firmware back to
a previous version. More specifically, after rebooting with
new firmware, the smart meter may start a timer that records
how much time has elapsed since rebooting. The smart meter
may determine if the timer has exceeded predetermined
thresholds based on the recorded communication and bootup
times to determine if the smart utility meter should roll back
to a previous firmware version. In certain embodiments, the
smart utility meter may set thresholds based on the commu-
nication intervals and bootup times. After rebooting, if a
smart utility meter hasn’t received a communication signal
for atime exceeding the threshold, the smart utility meter may
roll back to a previous version of firmware. Additionally,
when a new firmware version is installed, the smart meter
may perform tests, log any errors that may be determined, and
transmit the errors to hosts on the utility meter’s network.

With the foregoing in mind, it may be useful to describe an
embodiment of the outage detection system, such as the sys-
tem illustrated in FIG. 1. As depicted, the AMI network
system 10 may include one or more host units 12 that are
connected to an AMI network 14 and designed to provide
oversight operations of the AMI network system 10. Each
host unit 12 in the AMI network system 10 may include
processors and/or other data processing circuitry that may be
operably coupled to a storage and a memory to execute
instructions for carrying out a variety of oversight operations
of other utilities in the AMI network system 10. For example,
in certain embodiments, each host unit 12 may be a utility
control center. In addition to sending commands and data to
other utilities in the AMI network system 10, utility control
centers may provide oversight operations of a smart grid
system, such as monitoring and directing power produced by
one or more power generation stations. In other embodi-
ments, the utility control centers may report data about the
AMI network system 10 to external sources such as operation
centers or other hosts of other AMI networks.

In addition to host units 12, the AMI network system 10
may include customer residences 16 that include utility
meters 18. Utility meters 18 may be located on commercial
buildings, apartment residences, or any other entity that is
connected to a utility network. The host unit 12 may issue
commands or send data such as firmware updates to a plural-
ity of utility meters 18. A host unit 12 may also receive data
such as firmware error information from a plurality of utility
meters 18. In certain embodiments, the host unit 12 may
include atable in storage to maintain status information of the
utility meters 18 connected to the AMI network 14. The host
unit 12 may monitor the table to monitor the status of each
utility meter 18, determine which utility meters 18 require
updates, and determine if a utility meter 18 firmware update
has failed. The host unit 12 may additionally maintain records
of past failure and error information of the utility meters 18,
and utilize the data to determine if a utility meter 18 is faulty.

Moving from a system level to a specific component, fur-
ther detail of the hardware of a utility meter 18 is illustrated in
FIG. 2. In the embodiments illustrated in FIGS. 1 and 2, the
utility meter 18 is a smart meter. Smart meters may record the
consumption of electrical energy, report energy consumption
values back to host units 12 on the AMI network 14, and
receive data and commands from hosts on the AMI network
14. The utility meter 18 of FIG. 2 includes a main board 22
and a network interface 28. The main board 22 includes a
microprocessor 24 and a memory 26 and may include other
components typical of a microcontroller or embedded sys-
tem. The microprocessor 24 may execute instructions to carry
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4

out the operation of the smart meter 18. These instructions
may be encoded in programs or code stored in a tangible
non-transitory computer-readable medium, such as the
memory 26 and/or other storage. To enable communication
over the AMI network 14, the microprocessor 24 may be
connected to anetwork interface 28. The network interface 28
may allow the microprocessor to communicate over the AMI
network 14. The network interface 28 may send error infor-
mation and receive firmware update data over the AMI net-
work 14 and communicate with the microprocessor 24 to
record time stamps and time intervals between communica-
tions over the AMI network 14 as mentioned above. The time
data may be stored in the memory 26 of the utility meter 18 in
any appropriate data structure such as a table, an array, a
linked list, specified registers, variables, or a combination
thereof. The microprocessor 24 of the utility meter 18 may
use the time interval information to determine errors and
failure of the firmware update of the utility meter 18. Addi-
tionally, the memory 26 may contain instructions

Turning now to FIG. 3, a flowchart 60 depicts steps that the
instructions stored in the memory 26 of the utility meter 18
may specify for detecting corrupted firmware on a smart
meter. After receiving new firmware over the AMI network
14, a utility meter 18 may reboot with the new firmware, as
represented by block 62. In other embodiments, such as when
a hardware or software fault or other error occurs, the utility
meter 18 may also reboot without receiving new firmware.
After booting up, the utility meter 18 may determine if the
current firmware has successfully passed an AMI test before,
as represented by block 64. If so, the firmware may boot up as
usual, as represented by block 66.

Ifthe current firmware has not successfully passed an AMI
test before, the utility meter 18 may conduct an AMI test. In
the AMI test, the utility meter 18 may access time data, as
represented by block 68. In certain embodiments, the time
data may include a bootup time (T,) of the new firmware, if
new firmware is being installed. The bootup time of the new
firmware may be stored in the memory 26 of the smart meter
18, or may be included in an AMI message sent by a host 12.
In certain embodiments, the microprocessor 24 may calculate
each AMI communication interval and record the maximum
interval time (T,,,,). Additionally, in other embodiments, the
microprocessor 24 may record the time of the last AMI com-
munication time (T ). As mentioned above, the time data may
be stored in the memory 26 of the utility meter 18 in any
appropriate data structure.

As represented by block 70, the smart meter may determine
whether or not it has received an AMI communication request
within an allotted amount of time. In certain embodiments,
the allotted amount of time may be m*(T,-T, ), where m may
be a positive integer. The value of m may be chosen to provide
extra time in the case that an AMI communication request
signal is dropped or corrupted. In general, a larger value of m
may improve the reliability that a reboot is necessary. How-
ever, a very large value of m may delay a timely reboot from
occurring. In other embodiments, the allotted amount of time
is n*T,, ., where n may be a positive integer. As with the value
of'm, n may be chosen in a way so that the system will reliably
detect faults without causing unnecessary delays. In further
other embodiments, the allotted amount of time is max(m*
(T,-T)), n*T,,,.), or in other words, the larger allotted
amount of time of the previous two embodiments. Combining
the allotted times may make the error detection and rollback
more reliable. Other embodiments may record other pieces of
time data and use different thresholds for determining when
rollback should occur.
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If the utility meter 18 does not receive an AMI communi-
cation request within the allotted times mentioned above, the
utility meter 18 may mark the new firmware image as bad,
reboot the meter, and rollback to old firmware, as represented
by blocks 74 and 78 respectively. Alternatively, if the utility
meter 18 does receive an AMI communication request within
the allotted time, the smart meter may mark the new firmware
as successfully passing the AMI test and may continue to run
the firmware as usual, as represented by blocks 72 and 76.

Technical effects of embodiments include a method for
detecting firmware update errors in a smart utility meter. In
certain implementations, the method includes calculating
AMI communication intervals and recording the maximum
interval time (T, ,.). The smart meter also records the time of
the last AMI communication (T,) and accesses the bootup
time (T,) of the new firmware. After rebooting the new firm-
ware, the smart meter waits to receive an AMI communica-
tion request for an allotted amount of time. The allotted
amount of time may be m*(T,-T,), n*T,, ., or max(m*(T,-
T,), n*T,,..). A microprocessor on the utility meter uses the
timing information to determine if the firmware failed to
install correctly and requires a reboot and rollback.

This written description uses examples to disclose the
invention, including the best mode, and also to enable any
person skilled in the art to practice the invention, including
making and using any devices or systems and performing any
incorporated methods. The patentable scope of the invention
is defined by the claims, and may include other examples that
occur to those skilled in the art. Such other examples are
intended to be within the scope of the claims if they have
structural elements that do not differ from the literal language
of'the claims, or if they include equivalent structural elements
with insubstantial differences from the literal language of the
claims.

The invention claimed is:

1. A system comprising:

a utility meter, comprising:

a network interface;
a processor; and
a memory comprising instructions that, when executed
by the processor, cause the processor to:
initiate a bootup of the utility meter using an upgraded
firmware instruction set, wherein the bootup is
associated with a bootup time;
calculate a time interval based on a first time, wherein
a communication signal is received at the network
interface at the first time;
determine whether the network interface is opera-
tional subsequent the bootup of the utility meter,
wherein the network interface is determined to be
non-operational if a communication signal is not
received at the network interface within the time
interval after the bootup time;
initiate a reboot of the utility meter using known valid
firmware instruction set if the network interface is
determined to be non-operational.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the network interface is
configured to receive data comprising the upgraded firmware
instruction set.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the memory stores the
known valid firmware instruction set.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the first time is associ-
ated with a last communication signal that is received by the
network interface.
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5. The system of claim 4, wherein the time interval is
further calculated based on a second time, wherein the second
time is the bootup time.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the time interval is a
maximum one of time intervals between two consecutively
received communication signals, wherein one of the two con-
secutively received communication signals of the maximum
time interval is the communication signal that is received at
the first time.

7. The system of claim 5, wherein the time interval is
calculated as a multiple of a difference between the second
time and the first time.

8. The system of claim 6, wherein the time interval is
calculated as a multiple of the maximum time interval.

9. The system of claim 7, wherein the time interval is
calculated as a larger value between:

amultiple of a difference between the second time instance

and the first time instance; and

amultiple of a maximum one of time intervals between two

consecutively received communication signals.

10. A non-transitory computer-readable medium compris-
ing instructions that, when executed by a processor, cause the
processor to:

initiate a bootup of a utility meter using an updated firm-

ware instruction set, wherein the bootup is associated
with a bootup time;

calculate a time interval based on a first time, wherein a

communication signal is received at a network interface
of the utility meter at the first time;

determine whether the network interface is operational

subsequent to the bootup of the utility meter, wherein the
network interface is determined to be non-operational if
a communication request is not received at the network
interface within the time interval after the bootup time;
and

initiate a reboot the utility meter using a known valid firm-

ware instruction set if the network interface is deter-
mined to be non-operational.

11. The non-transitory computer readable medium of claim
10, wherein the first time is a time at which a last communi-
cation signal is received by the network interface.

12. The non-transitory computer readable medium of claim
11, wherein the time interval is further calculated based on a
second time, wherein the second time is the bootup time.

13. The non-transitory computer readable medium of claim
12, wherein the time interval is calculated as a multiple of a
difference between the second time and the first time.

14. The non-transitory computer readable medium of claim
12, wherein the time interval is calculated as a larger value
between:

amultiple of a difference between the second time instance

and the first time instance; and

amultiple of a maximum one of time intervals between two

consecutively received communication signals.

15. The non-transitory computer readable medium of claim
10, wherein the time interval is a maximum one of time
intervals between two consecutively received communica-
tion signals, wherein one of the two consecutively received
communication signals of the maximum time interval is the
communication signal that is received at the first time.

16. The non-transitory computer readable medium of claim
15, wherein the time interval is calculated as a multiple of the
maximum time interval.
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